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FEATHER-EATING, EGG-EATING, AND CANNIBALISM
These are bad habits and if individual birds become chronic offenders they should be killed. The habit itself is not harmful to the individual, but it is very annoying to the owner and may be fatal to other birds. When a feather-eater is first noticed, it should be destroyed at once to prevent others from learning the habit. Close confinement, lack of exercise, and too little variety of feed may be the cause. It is said that exhibition birds suffer most. A shortage of minerals in the diet may be another predisposing cause. Treatment is seldom effective after the habit is firmly established.
Comb-picking is another vicious trait. It may begin when the comb is injured by accident. Blood flows and this attracts the attention of other birds. After tasting blood, the attacking birds seem to crave more. Soon the injured fowl becomes the center of attraction for a dozen or more which pick the bleeding comb continually. Unless the injured bird is removed, the comb may be eaten off and the bird killed. The time to act is when the chicken is first noticed to be bleeding. The bad habit of picking one another is often shown by young chicks. It is thought that the lack of animal protein, such as tankage or meat scrap, may encourage the habit, but the natural instinct of birds to attack the weaker members of the flock appears to be the real cause.
The egg-eating habit may begin when eggs are accidently broken and left in the nests, on the floor of the house, or in the yards. In this way a taste for raw eggs is acquired and many hens may become addicts to this habit, eating their own and the eggs of others. The habit once firmly fixed, is almost impossible to overcome. The feeding of oyster-shells in liberal quantities is said to be of value. To prevent the trouble, dark nests should be provided and all broken or cracked eggs removed as soon as they are noticed. It is also good practice to gather the eggs at least twice a day.